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a modern community that lives with history 
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t has been called the most historic square mile in the nation. In 25 
square blocks, Society Hill contains hundreds of residential buildings of 
historical and architectural importance dating back to the American 
colonial days. Its neighbors are Independence Hall, and other buildings 
in which the American colonies declared their independence, adopted 
the U. S. Constitution, and established the Federal government. 
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Independence Hall 

is a neighbor of Society Hill 



By 1950, old houses in Society Hill 
had fallen into disrepair 



The Doc\ Street wholesale food mar\ets 
became congested and inadequate 



Local barber chats with neighbor 




The ''Hew Market", 2nd and Pine Streets, 
now called the 2nd Street Mar\et, 
from an engraving by W. Birch & Son, 
1799, five years before Head House was built 



By the mid 1900's, Society Hill had 
deteriorated. Too many gracious homes had 
been converted to apartments, cheap 
rooming houses, taprooms, warehouses, and 
stores. A key 15 acres in the most historic 
section was occupied by a 150-year-old 
wholesale food market district centered 
around Dock Street, which spread traffic 
congestion, dirt, and noise over a wide area. 
The worn-out Dock Street buildings, some 
small factories, and a lumber yard had to be 
moved before renewal could begin. 

Private efforts in the 1930's and 1940's to 
preserve Society Hill had failed to attract 
enthusiasm or capital. Public policies and 
government financing were needed to 
transform a run-down neighborhood into 
a dynamic community. 



What had to be done was to restore the old 
houses and build new ones, along with new 
apartments, shops, schools, parks, walkways, 
and tree-lined streets to make it the most 
desirable living area in the region. Society Hill, 
which had yielded only $379,000 in real estate 
taxes in 1959, returned $652,000 in taxes in 
1968, about half the total expected when 
renewal is completed. Only urban renewal 
could accomplish such a transformation. 



Urban 
renewal 
turns the 
tide 



Society Hill's eligibility for renewal was 
certified by the City Planning Commission, 
and the Washington Square Redevelopment 
Area Plan was published in June, 1957. The 
Redevelopment Authority engaged a firm of 
planning consultants to begin work 
immediately on the detailed plans. 

Three basic goals were set forth by the urban 
renewal plan: (1) removal of the obsolete 
Dock Street markets, (2) restoration of 
Society Hill as a residential neighborhood, 
and (3) preservation of as many historic 
houses as possible. In this way, the City 
hoped to entice back into center city some 
of the middle and higher-income families who 
had moved to the suburbs. 

A unique cooperative eflfort between civic 
leaders and government transformed a City 
trash dump in South Philadelphia into a 
modern food handling center and broke the 
logjam to start the renewal of Society Hill. 

Impetus for the new Food Distribution 
Center originally came from the Greater 
Philadelphia Movement, a civic group which 
conceived it as the world's first industrial park 
for processing, packaging, distribution, and 
wholesaling of food products. The City agreed 
to finance the new wholesale markets through 
the newly-formed Food Distribution 
Corporation. From 1956 to 1958, the 
Redevelopment Authority bought land and 
prepared it for development. Then the City 
built new market buildings and leased them 
to a corporation formed by the fruit, produce, 
and sea food dealers. 

The old Dock Street markets closed down 
forever on a Friday night in June, 1959. On 
the following Monday, the wholesalers 
opened for business in their new stores in 
the Food Distribution Center. 




?iew houses at Dehncey Mews, 
2nd and Delancey Streets, 
blend with historic houses 



Some new houses, such as this one at 
6og Addison Street, offer contrast 
through modern architectural design 




Modern houses in Bingham Court brought 
new families to Societal Hill 



Demolition of tiie old markets and relocation 
of the Dock Street wholesalers opened the 
way for the renewal of Society Hill. The old 
market area provided much of the land 
for new construction. 

After a design competition, the New York 
firm of Webb and Knapp was selected to 
build the three apartment towers at 2nd and 
Dock Streets. leoh Ming Pei designed the 
towers and 24 town houses for a portion of 
the former site of the markets. In 1964, the 
towers, containing 720 apartments, were 
completed. By that time, the Aluminum 




Company of America had become the 
redeveloper by acquiring Webb and 
Knapp's interest. 

The Pei-designed town houses are modern in 
style, contrasting and yet blending with the 
restored old houses around them. Other new 
houses followed, designed by other architects. 
Some were in clusters, like Addison Court, 
one of 11 areas in which the same developer 
built about 100 houses. Nearby, Bingham 
Court has 28 houses; Lawrence Court, 16 
houses; and Stamper-Blackwell Court, 18 
houses. Some town houses were built in 
groups of two or four. A number of houses 



were built singly by their owners, who then 
occupied them. 

In general, the new houses are modern and 
complement the authentic restored houses 
around them. Careful designing and choice of 
building materials blend them with 
their environment. 

To meet increased educational needs, the 
McCall Elementary School was expanded 
and provided with a playground. A parochial 
school was built by Old St. Mary's Church 
at 5th and Locust Streets. 



y-lew townhouses add, urban elegance to Old City 




Hopl{inson House rises above restored old homes Society Hill Towers change the city's sl{yline 
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reserving old r^ historic houses 



Philadelphia, historians say, has more 
authentic historic houses than any other city 
in the country. Almost 700 old or historic 
houses are being restored in Society Hill 
alone. Here, the city developed a program 
which inspired families to restore these 
old houses by their own efforts and then 
live in them. 

Almost all of the restored houses in 
Society Hill are private residences, but some, 
such as the Powel House and the 
Hill-Keith-Physick House, are open to 
the public. 



Restored private residence, 3rd and Spruce Streets 



The oldest houses, and the largest number 
of restorations, are in the area from Front to 
6th Streets and from Locust to Pine. Houses 
quickly found buyers and restorers, armed 
with architects' plans, created a scene of 
work and bustle throughout the area. 

Houses were made available for purchase 
and restoration through the Old Philadelphia 
Development Corporation, a private non-profit 
organization concerned with the renewal of 
center city. The Redevelopment Authority, 
after acquiring the houses by negotiation or 
condemnation, sold them to nominees 
selected by OPDC. OPDC also served as 



advisor in the development of the overall plan 
for Society Hill. 

A number of houses were restored 
by their owners, either voluntarily 
or under agreement with the Authority, 
avoiding the need for the Authority to 
acquire the properties. 





Philip Street, near Delancey 



238 S. 3rd Street, restored 



House and garden, 217 Delancey Street 



22g Spruce Street, restored 



The Authority's agreements control the 
appearance of the exterior of the building, 
specifying restoration to the style of the 
period during which the house originally was 
built. Interior design is at the discretion of 
the owner. Vacant lots were sold, in some 
cases, to adjoining homeowners to 
create gardens. 

Residents in Society Hill have spent $14.5 
million in restoration. Added to this, private 
developers have spent more than $35 million 
to build apartments and new houses. When 
Society Hill is completed, private investment 
will be three times the public cost. 



Society Hill is a living community for today 
and tomorrow, not a dead memorial to 
a gracious past. 

People dine there, stroll in its parks and 
walkways, swim, visit, and shop in new stores 
and shopping centers. A motel, theater, and 
broadcasting studio are among the things 
to come. 

The traditional market area on 2nd Street at 
Pine, extending south from the historic 



Head House, forms the nucleus of two rows 
of small shops lining 2nd Street. Those on 
the west side were restored first. Among them 
are an apothecary shop, a tavern, a beauty 
shop, a book store, an ice cream parlor, and 
other shops. The redeveloper, the Head House 
Square Corporation, designed the shops with 
colonial-type store fronts with apartments 
on the upper floors. 

At the Society Hill Towers, a small shopping 
center was built around a central court. 
It contains a food store and other convenience 
shops. On 5th Street, between Spruce and 
Pine, a food market is part of a larger 
shopping center. 
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One of the city's smallest and oldest hotels, 
the Man Full of Trouble Tavern, at 2nd and 
Spruce Streets, has been restored as a colonial 
museum open to the public. The Abercrombie 
House, on 2nd Street north of Spruce, a 
former sea captain's residence which was one 
of the tallest houses in colonial America, has 
become the Perelman Antique Toy Museum. 
The former Mariner's Church, at Front and 
Delancey Streets, is to become a small 
theater and restaurant. 




Head House shops have tall background 



Historic Ahercromhie house, restored as toy museum Rehabilitated ban\ in historic mar\et area 




J^ew shoppmg center at Society Hill Towers 













Philadelphia was founded in tolerance, 
religious and civil. In the beginning, it was 
the only American city where those of all 
religious faiths could worship freely. Today, 
almost every colonial church that was in the 
old city still stands. 

As a result of public and private renewal, 
Philadelphians enjoy in Society Hill a vista 
of white church spires rising among restored, 
gracious old houses. Illuminated at night, 
these spires are visible for great distances. 

St. Peter's Church at 3rd and Pine Streets is 
one of two churches in which George 
Washington worshipped. Across 4th Street, 
Old Pine Church shares the limelight of 
history. Old St. Joseph's Church, in Willings 
Alley, is the oldest Roman Catholic church 
in the city, and nearby is Old St. Mary's 
Church, where Commodore John Barry is 
buried. The Rumanian-American Congregation 
is restoring its synagogue at 418 Spruce 
Street, and nearby at 509 Pine Street, 
the Sons of Abraham synagogue is 
to be restored. 

The Presbyterian Historical Society now 
occupies an elegant new structure at 5th and 
Lombard Streets, and the Catholic Historical 
Society is at 263 S. 4th Street. 

Religious activities, so important to early 
Philadelphians, have assumed new prominence 
in the historic old city. 
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St. Peter's Episcopal Church, old and historic 



Entrance to historic St. Joseph's Church 





Landscaped walkways brighten Society Hill 




Garden, 2ig Spruce Street 




A walkway system ties together the various 
key elements in Society Hill, connecting the 
old churches and creating open spaces 
between the new houses. It is accentuated in 
several places by small parks and landscaped 
areas. The greenway system in Society Hill 
is the southern half of a larger system which 
will extend from Christ Church and Mikveh 
Israel Synagogue to St. Peter's Church 
in Society Hill. 

Delancey Park is designed for relaxation in 
the walkway. Here, children ride bikes or 
play in the spray pool while their parents or 
grandparents can observe them from 
landscaped sitting areas. 



- Where new houses have been built in groups, 
as in Bingham Court, Lawrence Court, and 
Stamper-Blackwell Court, the walkway has 
been extended to them or new landscaped 
walks incorporated in their design. 

A Horticultural Society garden highlights the 
southern extension of the Independence 
National Historical Park, and tree-lined 
Locust Street is part of the walkway system. 

-The Redevelopment Authority planted trees 
and installed brick sidewalks and 

' Franklin-type street lights to help create 
an attractive atmosphere. 

East of Society Hill, Penn's Landing project 
will create a long waterfront park and 
tree-lined embarcadero for cruise ships, 
pleasure boats, and a historic ship basin. 
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Fine arts program includes 

"Floating Figure'" on pedestal 

at Society Hill town houses 



St. Peter's Wal\way 



The Redevelopment Authority's fine arts 
program in Society Hill has produced 
statuary at the Society Hill Towers and 
Town Houses, Head House Square, 
Hopkinson House, Delancey Park, the McCall 
School, and the Presbyterian Historical 
Society. Bas-reliefs decorate the entrance to 
Abbotts Dairies. Other works of art are still 
being planned for other parts of the area. 
Philadelphians will be able to walk again 
in the midst of beauty. 
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Delancey Pdr}{, a key element m the wal\way system 





Illustrative site plan for redevelopment of Society Hill 
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Society Hill is the popular name for 
Washington Square East, one of the nation's 
best known urban renewal projects, where 
hundreds of authentic historic houses have 
been restored through cooperation of citizens 
and government. Society Hill got its name 
long ago, when the Free Society of Traders, 
William Penn's land company to colonize 
Philadelphia, was located there. 

Federal, State, and City funds were used for 
property acquisition and clearance of some 
buildings, and the City built public facilities. 
All the restoration and construction was 
paid for by private developers. 



a modern community that lives with history . 
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